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Williams: This is the Story of My Life

“THIS IS THE STORY OF MY LIFE”
by Kate Barnwell Williams

Introduction
In the 1960’s, historians began to focus increasing attention on the past lives of common men
and women. Often forced to rely on statistical information, such as census data or court records,
or on descriptions provided by more wealthy and more literate neighbors, the historian is rarely
able to recapture the thoughts and words of the historically “inarticulate.” The document printed
here, an autobiographical fragment written by Kate Barnwell Williams in 1927, illuminates the
life of one common woman and her family. The tale is fascinating if heart-rending and reveals
that at least in frontier Florida so-called common folk often performed extraordinary feats to
survive.
Mary Catherine (Kate) Barnwell was born in Alabama in 1861 and settled with her family in
the Tampa Bay area following the Civil War. After a series of moves, the family established
itself on a farm near Fort Ogden where Kate lived until her marriage to Isaiah Williams in 1880.
8SRQ PDUULDJH VKH DVVLVWHG KHU KXVEDQG LQ UXQQLQJ WKH IDPLO\ EXVLQHVV D VDZPLOO LQ )RUW
Ogden. Despite the hard physical labor demanded of her, she bore seven children in the first
seven years of marriage. At this point her memoir ends.
When Mrs. Mary (Kate) Williams died in April 1950, at the age of 88, she was a resident of
Fort Myers. She left 122 direct descendants, including 10 living sons and daughters. This hearty
pioneer woman left as well this first-hand account of her early years.
Milly St. Julien discovered the original manuscript in the Florida Historical society collection
housed at USF Special Collections and, with the aid of Marion Godown of Tallahassee, was able
to verify and illustrate the events recounted on the following pages.

I will try to write my past life.
I was once a happy little girl. I was born in Clark Co., Alabama, August 21, 1861. My name
was Mary Catherine Barnwell, but I was called Kattie. I was the happy little daughter of Mr. and
Mrs. W. K. Barnwell. My mother was Miss Mary Frances Massey. She was born in McKinley,
Alabama, July 4,1840; and my father was born July 28,1825. He was born in Georgia, but his
father moved to Alabama when father was only six weeks old.
My father was raised in Alabama and when he became a man he was a farmer. He owned six
hundred and fifty acres of land, most of which was in one farm. He owned forty-seven negroes.
He had paid a large sum of money for most of them. He owned two hundred head of hogs,
twenty-one mules, eighty goats, one hundred head of sheep, and twenty-one fine Milch cows.
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My father made a lot of money and we were well fixed. He was a big-stand Mason, and my
mother was highly respected. I had one sister, Sallie E. Barnwell. She was born the 16th of July,
1858.
My father and mother never had to do any work of any kind, and had a servant for my sister
and myself. We never knew what it was to take a bath or dress ourselves.
So the Civil War commenced, after my father was independent and when I was just a little girl.
My father was sent off to the war, but the doctors examined him and found he was disabled to
fight. So they sent him home to see after the women and children; see that the provisions were
equally divided; and see that they had a doctor and proper care in case of sickness.
The negroes were set free and the War ruined us. My father was in poor health, so at the close
of the War he called the negroes up and told them that they were free and could go if they wished
to. But the negroes told father they all wanted to stay on with him. They said, “Marse Buck,”
(that is what they called my father), “you and Miss Mary has been so good to us we can’t leave
you. Please, Marse Buck, let us stay on and work for you the same as if we were slaves.” So
father told them if they would be as humble and would not give us any trouble he would keep
them. So they stayed on and run the farm and was humble and kind to all of us.
Well, my father had lost so much during the War, he worried so much that his and mother's
health got worse. So we stayed seven years after the War, and all the doctors told my father if he
and mother wanted to live they had better make plans to leave Alabama and come to Florida.
So father told the negroes his health was so bad he would have to leave Alabama and come to
Florida for our health.
So they begged father to bring them but he told them he didn’t know how things would be in
Florida; that he would come and see how things was, and see how he could manage without
them. So he hired a white family in Alabama to come to Florida with us and help see after his
business. They were Mr. and Mrs. John Robison. So we left Alabama in December of 1868, and
our negroes followed us as far as Clifton, Alabama, and when we got on the steamer they cried
and waved their hats and kerchiefs at us as far as they could see us.
The steamer we left on was called the KELSON. She brought us as far as Mobile, Alabama.
There we stayed one week. Father had done most all of his trading in Mobile every since he was
married as he had to lay in such large orders. So he straightened up all his business in Mobile,
and then we left there on the largest steamer that had ever run in southern waters. This steamer
was called the REPUBLIC. We came to Cedar Keys on the REPUBLIC and had a fine trip that
far. Then the only way we could come to Tampa was on a small sailboat.
So they packed our things on the sailboat and both families started for Tampa. We were out in
the Gulf two days, and had no wind to take us very far, so the boat sprang a leak and we were all
frightened most to death as not one of our crew could swim. So there was bailing, and priming,
to do night and day till we got to Clearwater Harbor, and you can't imagine how proud we were
when we all got the chance to get on land once more. The captain had to lay over and fix the
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Typical passenger steamer from late 1800’s.
From Atlantic Coastline Railroad: Steam Locomotive, Ships, and History by Richard E. Prince.

boat, so were all there for a few days. Then when we was ready to sail again, we headed for
Tampa so it was not so far and dangerous a trip on into Tampa.
So we got into Tampa about three o’clock in the afternoon. So father and mother went out and
found a house and rented it for a while until he could look around and see what was best for him
to commence to do, and he got our things off of that terrible boat and fixed us up a little for a few
days. That was in December 1868, and at that time Tampa was a very small little town with only
two or three stores, and a very few people, and no streets at all but only sand roads with palmetto
roots and high scrub-oaks on each side of the roads. It was a terrible looking little town.
But sister and I were happy anyway because the sun shone so pretty and it was warm and nice.
Of course you know it is not such a great distance from here to Alabama, but I was always
cold-natured and we never have it to snow in Florida, and there was no icicles to come from the
top of our house to the ground. That pleased me to be in this country.
My father went out the next few days and looked for a farm. So he found a small place of only
sixty acres. He thought that was enough to start with until he could get better acquainted with the
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Bird’s eye view of Cedar Key, Florida in late 1800s.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

country. So he moved out ten miles from Tampa to what they call Selfner now. There was no one
within four miles of us except one negro family. They were called the Bob Golsons.
So father took Mr. John Robison, the family he had brought from Alabama with us, and hired
five negroes to help us on the farm. The doctors told my father and mother they would be
compelled to work out in the sun and air. So father got one of the men to hitch a horse to the
plow and bring him up to the house. So that was the first time I had ever seen my father in
common clothes and at the plow handles. So my mother had a light hoe and her and father went
to their first work, which was for their health. So their health got better and they were getting
along fine and making very fine crops. He had a very fine two horse team, two oxen, and a
wagon in which our cotton and other produce was hauled to Tampa to sell. He got very good
prices for his crops.
We farmed on until in 1872 we had a fine crop, but the houses on the farm was so old and
rotten we could scarcely live in them; and I had to walk three miles to school with no houses
between my father’s house and the school. I was frightened most to death on the road, and when
I saw a bunch of cattle or any wildcats it would scare me most to death. Father sent my sister to
Tampa to board as there was better schools in Tampa. There was not much chance to buy books
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Typical Florida farm of the Civil War era.
From Florida from Indian Trails to the Space Age by Ruby Leach Carson and Charlton W. Tebeau.
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or anything else as the country was most uncivilised. Most all over Florida was the same way at
that time I guess.
Well, we had been to Tampa from 1868 and stayed there until 1872. There was a very dry
spring and our house was most rotten. There was no lumber to build so father thought times
would get better and probably a saw mill might be put up so he could build. But my mother had
given one of our negro men a hen that was sitting under the house. She told him he could have
the hen and her biddies if he would watch and keep the wildcats and other varmints away from
her chickens.
As it was very dry weather in May, it caused us a lot of trouble. The man took a torch of
fat-wood and went under the house to see after his hen, and some sparks of fire caught in the dry
rotten wood, and, as the wind was high, it caught fire. But we didn’t know it for some time.
Father got up about two o’clock in the morning and seen the house was on fire. He woke my
mother, sister, and me. We were so frightened we could hardly live. The house had begun to fall
in at the doors, so everything we had got burned except two featherbeds and a few other things.
So we were left flat. Father never even had pants, shirt, shoes or a hat. So a negro man, Bob
Golson, seen the fire and came over to help, but we could do nothing as we had no water. We
had to haul all the water we used one mile on a sled with a horse, so it was very bad for all of us.
So Bob Golson told father, “Mr. Barnwell, I is a negro but if you will wear some of my clothes,
I will lend you such as you need.” For the yellow fever was raging in Tampa at that time, so poor
father could not help himself. So he told Bob that he was almost a millionaire, and now almost a
pauper. It most killed my dear parents that he had to wear the negro’s clothes until the quarantine
was taken off of Tampa.
So we had a terrible time camping in old outhouses that was on the farm until father could do
better. So when the quarantine was lifted off of Tampa father went in to see about getting some
clothes and other things we all needed so badly. He wanted to see if he could get some of his
Mason friends to help him or lend him money to build another house. Mr. Crane and Mr. Wall
was the men. They said to my father: “We are sorry to tell you, Mr. Barnwell, but that land is not
yours. We didn’t know you was going to buy that place or we would have told you. But you was
a stranger when you came to Tampa, and you bought the place before we knew anything about
it.” So they told father that the place belonged to a widow woman, a Mrs. Post, and she was an
invalid and had sold that place twice before to get money to raise her children on. And the place
could not ever be sold because her husband, before his death, had deeded it to their greatgrandchildren. So they said he had just as well leave the place for he could never get it.
So my dear parents were throwed out again. They didn’t know what to do, so their health
began to get worse again, but we camped on the old place until he could dispose of his crops. He
then went to the house and told my mother he was going to hunt a place.
When he came back he told mother he had struck something that he thought he could make a
fortune out of. So he disposed of all his hands except two negro girls to help mother, my sister,
and me pick cotton and help fix to move so we could hurry and get to where he thought he could
gather the gold again.
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The Ziba King store at Ft. Ogden at the turn of the century.
From A Pictorial History of Arcadia and DeSoto County by George Lane, Jr.

I could see a very sad look on dear mother’s face, but I had always had a aplenty up to then and
I was always a happy little girl. But I didn’t like the sadness on mother’s face. It made me feel
sad when I’d see mother unhappy, but my happiness seemed to change. I am sorry to say, I
wasn't happy anymore until I saw dear mother in better health again. She fixed and toiled so hard
to get ready to move to that terrible place, Fort Ogden.
So father got everything ready to move by the middle of December in 1872. Then I was in my
thirteenth year and sister was in her sixteenth year. She was a beautiful girl with jet black hair.
She weighed a hundred and forty-eight pounds, was tall, and of good shape.
Dear father was gone one week to look for a place to move to in that terrible place to start
anew with just a little money. So he went into Manatee County to the place called Fort Ogden,
and it is still called by the same name yet. So father got acquainted with a merchant there. This
was Mr. Zibe King. King had a very small store, the only one in Fort Ogden. Indians would
come there with their hides, Alligator and deer hides, or other things they wished to sell or
exchange for goods or provisions and all such things as they needed.
Mr. King was also running a Bar Room. Also, King was a Mason, so he decided to help my
father out by letting father take the saloon over. There was but a very few people that lived there,
but most of what was there liked the whiskey. There was no churches or you hardly ever heard of
a minister. So father made arrangements with Mr. King to take the Bar Room and move us to
Fort Ogden. It seemed like the move would kill my poor mother, but she did not know what else
to do. So father took both teams and fixed up to move right away.
I think it took us most one week to move from near Tampa to Fort Ogden as the roads were
most terrible. There would be large palmetto roots and sometimes the wheels of the wagon
would not touch the sand for four feet at a time, and then would drop off the roots with a hard

Published by Scholar Commons, 1987

7

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 9 [1987], Iss. 1, Art. 7

jerk. It would most jolt one to death that was not used to hardships. Well, we would drive the
team all day and then camp in the wild woods all night, and let the teams and ourselves rest. We
were never used to wild woods before and I could see such a sad look on dear mother’s face. I
was too young to understand things as she did.
So we got to Peace Creek one night and had to camp there as we all had to cross Peace Creek
on a large barge. That was all new to me as we had never seen such before. Next morning we got
ready as early as possible and we crossed the river and got into Fort Ogden late in the afternoon,
all tired out and worried. So father rented a small log cabin with only one room to cook, eat and
sleep in. There were large cracks in the floor and walls.
This was the 15th of December, 1872. It was a miserable cold time. So we had been there just
two weeks when a stork came and brought my mother a little son. He was very frail. Well he
came the 27th of December, 1872, and some of the ladies came in and chinked the cracks of the
floor with paper and rags, and made mother a real mosquito bar(?) out of calico. Well, I was
proud of my little brother because I didn’t have a brother. But as mother was so sick and with no
doctors there, I was afraid she would die. After she got well father sold the ox team, and one
horse, and the big wagon and bought us a little home. We had one horse left and he bought a
one-horse wagon to do our work with, and do our hauling. So we thought we would do better
then.
Father built a log house for his Bar Room. It had large cracks in it and he put wide boards over
the cracks, and built counters. He had a right nice stock of old rye whiskey, Tom gin, peach
brandy, blackberry wine, tobacco, candy, and snuff. My mother hated for him to commence such
business. She told him, “Buck, you are going to ruin our family. I can’t bear the thoughts of you
selling whiskey.” He said: “Mary, my health is so bad I can do but little work, and it seems like
this is the only thing I can do for a little while anyway.”
So he was doing very well at first, but we were not acquainted with the people. The most of
them were very rough people. There was one family that lived about two-thirds of a mile south
of us near Peace River, a Mr. John Johnson and a brother, Guss Johnson. They had two more
brothers, Ben Johnson and Lawrence Johnson, that lived one-and-a-half miles the other side of
us. So, you see, we were just between these two families. They seemed to be good neighbors
and, at first bought a good deal of whiskey, and tobacco, and snuff.
After a while we began to learn that they were a very dangerous set of robbers. We went on the
best we could for a few months. Father always stayed at the Bar and mother would fix his meals
and I would take them to him. One evening the Johnsons all went in and bought drinks and told
father they would be in that night again. They looked around and father felt a little uneasy. So he
told Mr. Ziba King about it next day, and King said the people were watching them very close,
and had found pits dug in Peach Creek swamp where they were killing people’s hogs and cattle
and curing it in the pits, and they were taking it up to Bartow and other places, to sell.
So they were being watched more careful. So one night Mother heard shrill whistles on each
side of us. We would not lay down. We lived in a small house about three hundred yards from
the Bar Room. Mother was afraid to go to father as he had his revolver with him. So we sat up all
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night, as we could hear them whispering in the corner of our chimney, you might know how we
felt. So next morning mother went to the Bar room to see about father, and when she got there,
father had been drugged and most dead. A man came along that she had been acquainted with
when we lived near Tampa; she said, “Mr. Hayes, come in and see what we can do for my
husband, he is most dead.”
So they went to the house and got a blanket and they put father on it and took him to the house
to care for him. This gang of thieves had robbed the house of everything in it after they had
drugged my father most to death. There were no doctors and very little medicine.
So they arrested the four Johnson men and one woman, and put them in jail. This was in
Manatee County then. They were tried out for stealing and robbing houses. They were about as
bad as the old John A. Murrell Gang that father knew of years before this happened. So Ben
Johnson and his brothers, Guss, and Lawrence, were sent to the pen for a few years, and John
Johnson and the woman were turned out. So Mrs. Ben Johnson was afraid to stay at her home,
and she wanted to exchange her home to my father for his place so she could be near her
brother-in-law, John Johnson.
She had a finer home than father had, but they made the trade. It was one mile further to school
and I didn't like that. Father went to farming. He had only ten acres in cultivation then, but that
was all he could manage with our help as he never did get over being drugged; it finished
raiding(?) his health. He made a great deal of corn, peas, forage for the horse and fine gardens,
and he also ran a ferry across Peace Creek. The land was near the creek and was good land.
So we all worked very hard and were satisfied until father, mother, and I got down with
Typhoid Fever. There were no doctors there and no medicine to get except caster oil, turpentine,
salts, blue mass, and calomel. That was not very good for that fever, but my mother was a fine
nurse as she had had to see after our negroes in Alabama, and she would tell sister Sallie to take
a list what to do for us in case she got too low or unconscious. Father gave a man one-third of his
crop to work and keep the ferry going. It took us a long time to get able to work any more.
Well, after I began to get better my hair all came out. My hair was a dark brown and I hated to
be called “Baldhead,” for by this time I was fourteen years old. I looked terrible, but after a while
my hair began to come back, and, to my great glory, it was a dark brown and as curly as could
be. So by the time I was fifteen years old everyone said I had the prettiest hair they had ever
seen. So I was so proud of my beautiful hair. I was a little proud that I had had Typhoid Fever if
it do come near killing me.
Well, my little brother got sick; he was never well anyway. So he was the only boy, and we all
worshipped him. Father said living so near Peace Creek would kill his son, so he decided to hunt
a place on the south side of Peace Creek. He found a place he liked, but no house was on it, and
it was four miles from anyone. My sister was eighteen years old and she and I hated to go so far
from anyone. So father went over and built a small log house, cleared some land and made a
fence, penned some cattle that ran in the range, then moved us over.
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Well, it seemed to me like we had begun to go down again. My mother would cry and work so
hard to get another start. Well, my sister married a man called Moses(?) or Dick Whidden, in
about eight months after we moved over in the wilderness. It came near killing my father and
mother to see sister Sallie marry this man. He was quite wealthy, but his character was not a bit
good, and he was supposed to be very mean. They were going to run away and marry. Dick went
to Pine Level, where the court house was at that time, and got the license. Any girl could get a
license to marry in those days at eighteen years old. So father found out they were going to run
away and marry. He went to Dick and said: “Dick, I heard you had the license and you and Sallie
were going to marry anyway. I told you the day you asked our consent that I could not let you
marry her, but a friend of mine told me to-day that you intended to take her to Charlotte Harbor
tomorrow and marry; so if you really intend to marry in spite of all we can do, go get a Justice of
the Peace and bring him here and marry at my house.”
So, next day he went to Charlotte Harbor, which was twelve miles from us, and brought the
Justice of Peace to marry them. That was Judge Decosta(?). My mother cried and grieved most to
death because sister didn’t listen to her. But Dick was very cruel to her, and sometimes I would
think he whipped her; but if he did she would not tell on him.
After sister Sallie left home there were only father, mother, my little brother, Huball(?) and
myself. There was not a home between us and Charlotte Harbor, and four miles the other side of
us. So I was very lonely and hardly ever saw anyone for over a year after we moved to this
range, only cattle hunters. So after a year I got acquainted with A.J. Knight, and I was only
sixteen years old but I was lonely. I was always proud to see him. He was a very handsome
young man and very wealthy.
Then I got acquainted with M.F. Mizelle. He was very nice and wealthy also. Mr. Knight
would correspond with me, as it was twenty-five miles to his father's house and no way to travel
in those days except on horseback or on an ox-cart, and the roads were very rough. Once in a
while one would have a buggy, but they were only the well-to-do people.
Mr. Knight had to go off on some business for his father, and he wrote me a letter and told me
he would be gone nearly a month to see after his father's cattle. He wrote me a nice sweet letter:
“Pine Level, Manatee Co.,
Aug. 2, 1876.
Dear Miss Kattie:
I am called away to see after father's herd of cattle. I will be gone several weeks out in the
range. How I will miss those beautiful brown eyes and beautiful curls of hair! But when this you
see remember me, and I will be thinking of my brown-eyed queen. I will go through flood and
flame for thee, my darling, my brown-eyed queen.
Your loving one,
A.J. Knight”
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Mr. M.F. Mizelle was my lover also. You see, I
lived in the wilderness and two rich young men
were always so kind to me. I really could not tell
which one I loved best. Mr. Knight was gone three
weeks, and when he came back I was at Pine
Level at a large camp meeting. Mr. Knight was
with me through this meeting, seeing I was with
the best. My father was not well and I had only
one small brother; so mother had to stay with
father and she let me go to Pine Level, which was
twenty-four miles away, to stay with one of her
friends, Mrs. Taft Langford. She was always very
kind and nice to me.
One night after the camp meeting broke up Mr.
Knight came over to see me, and he said: “Miss
Kattie, I want to ask you a question to-night. I will
tell you that my father is going to send me to
Tampa to study law. Just to think that I am to be a
lawyer is disgusting to me. Miss Kattie, I want to
ask you to-night if you will be my wife. If you
will be my wife I will take you in my buggy
tonight to the Court House and get a license, and
we will get married tonight and I won’t have to go
to Tampa to study law. What says you?”

The Mizelle homestead near Pine Level in the
1890s.
From A Pictorial History of Arcadia and DeSoto
County by George Lane, Jr.

I said, “Oh, Mr. Knight, I never dreamed of such. Do you really think I could do such a thing
as to ride with you two miles in as dark and stormy a night as this, and my dear father and
mother not knowing anything about what I as doing? Mr. Knight, I could never do one thing that
my parents didn’t know, but I ask you to please forgive me for I cannot do this. I am very sorry
you have to go to Tampa to study something against your wishes.” He bade me good-bye and I
missed him very much.
So Mr. M.F. Mizelle was all I had to see after me when I was away and mother couldn’t go
with me. I was getting to be quite a young lady then and most girls were jealous of me because I
had such beautiful curly hair. One day he and I were riding horseback, and I was thrilled to have
such a fine young man by my side. Mr. Mizelle went with me quite a while. He had been
acquainted with me for some time. Then he said: “Miss Kattie, you know how much I think of
you. Will you be my wife?”
I don’t know what struck me. I was not expecting this, and before I could think I told him no.
This set my heart on fire when I spoke this fatal word. It most killed me when he spoke and said,
“Miss Kattie, this is the flattest kicking I have ever got.” I tried to say, “I didn’t mean to say that
to you, Mr. Mizelle,” but something kept me from uttering a word, Say, don’t you think I was a
terrible fool: two fine rich young men tried to get me to marry them, and I didn't?
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I just thought that after my father had become
poor, that these young men were just trying to
flatter me. I just would not risk myself to prove
whether they meant to marry me or not, but I was
grieved. When I would lay in my bed at nights I
would think, “Oh, well, it must be a lottery. This is
a fatal blow I have done all myself How can I bear
to go through life after making this last terrible
mistake?” It most killed me.
Mr. Mizelle continued to go with me for quite a
while, and looked after me. He was nice and kind
all the way through until the day I Married. Mr.
Isaiah Williams came to our house for years. He
came to see my sister Sallie long before she
married. She didn’t like him, but he was a real
nice looking man, hardworking and honest. He ran
a very large saw mill for his father. So after sister
Sallie married he kept coming. I was only thirteen
years old when my sister and I met him. He kept
coming around. I was not grown and, of course, I
thought he was coming to see father. But he came
until I was eighteen years old or a little after. He
asked me one day if he could come to see me.

Pine Level United Methodist Church, the
oldest church in DeSoto County, as it might
have looked c. 1900.
From A Pictorial History of Areadia and DeSoto

I was so well acquainted with him, I told him
County by George Lane, Jr.
yes. So he came on for four months. Then one day
he took me on such a surprise. He took my hand
and I pulled it away from him. Girls those days didn’t do as they do now. I had on a large
sun-bonnet. He raised my bonnet and asked me if I would be his wife. I never dreamed of him
asking that question. I was shocked, but not an unpleaseant shock. I said: “I will have to study
about this a while.” He said, “How long?” I told him two weeks. So he never came for two
weeks. Then he asked me what I intended to tell him. Oh, I made out like I didn't know what he
meant.
So he said, “You told me you would tell me whether you would be my wife or not today.”
Well, I didn’t want to marry him, but I told him I would be his wife. I can never tell why I told
him; guess it was my lot. So we set the time to be married, the 11th day of April, 1880. Well, we
lived away out in the wilderness, but he asked my parent’s consent and they told him yes. They
both went out, and he came and sat by me and told me I was soon to be his wife. Well, I was not
happy. I did not know what to do. I thought of Mr. Knight, I thought of Mr. Mizelle, and of the
thrills I had with them, but it seemed it was my doom. I had been acquainted with Mr. Williams
so long I just could not tell him no. Father and everybody liked him.
Mother, sister Sallie, and Mrs. Martin cooked my wedding dinner. They tried to tease me, but I
was too sad. I wanted to be off in a room by myself. We married on Sunday. The night before we
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Marriage certificate of Kate Barnwell and Isaiah Williams.
Photograph courtesy of Manatee County Historical Society.

married he brought his sister, Ellen, his niece, and one of my schoolmates to help me dress. I
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Typical sawmill at Whiskey Creek at the turn-of-the-century.
From Yesterday’s Fort Myers by Marion Godown and Alberta Rawchuck.

loved Ellen; she was a sweet girl, but I could not be happy. I didn’t care what happened. I seemed
to be miserable.
So Sunday, the 11th, came, a beautiful morning, but not a happy wedding day. I went to my
room with the three girls, and my father came after a while to my window as I was dressing for
the wedding, and called to me. I went to the window and stopped over, and he said, “Kattie, Mr.
Mizelle has come early. He wants to talk to you before you come out to marry.” I said, “Father, I
am dressing and I can’t come out.” But you can't think how I felt! You may think I was mean,
but I was not; it was only my lot to marry Mr. Williams.
About ten o’clock everybody came. They had to come quite a distance in rowboats. At eleven
o’clock we were ready to walk out to be married. One of my school teachers was a judge. So my
father stood on one side of the judge, who was to perform the ceremony, and Mr. Mizelle on the
other side. Mr. Mizelle never took his eyes off of me. After I was married all the people came to
congratulate me. Mr. Mizelle asked if he could sit there and say a few words to me. My husband
told him yes. Mr. Mizelle said, “Miss Kattie, do you believe in lottery?” I told him no. He said,
“Well, I never did until today, but from now on I believe that the girl that is to marry is lotted for
that man.”
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So, I was not a bit happy, but I thought my happiness might come later on. We stayed at my
father and mother’s that night. Then the next morning I began to think whether I could leave my
father, mother and dear little brother, and I had a sweet little sister. She came the 15th of
September, 1879, was just seven months old. My heart began to wish I was single again, but it
was too late now.
So my husband took me over to Fort Ogden to stay at the saw mill. His mother, Ellen, Mamie,
a younger sister of his, were there. His mother had been cooking for twelve mill hands for six
years. Her girls were soon to be grown and she hated for them to be with the rough mill hands.
So when one week was up, she asked me if I would stay there and do the cooking for mill hands
and let her move back to their home. They had about four or five hundred head of cattle, over
one hundred hogs, and a very fine orange grove to see after. So, I had never been with a rough
crowd of men. I thought they were all nice; so I told her yes. She and father Williams moved
away and left me, a young innocent bride there.
My husband was to run the mill, and I was to do the cooking and cleaning up. Well, I was a
very sad bride, but I cooked and did the best I could for such a large crowd. One day my husband
asked me if I liked it there, and I told him that I didn’t know that there were ever such rough
people in the world, and that I was not a bit happy. So he said his mother could not stay there
with the girls, so she had asked him to marry and bring his wife here to cook so she could get her
daughters away. This made me grieve much, and I cried all day. My husband was ten years and
five months older than I, but I made the best I could of my married life, for I thought for one to
quit and get a divorce was very low. So I thought, “Well, I did it, and, with the help of God, I
will stick until death separates us.” So I did.
I was married nine months. Well, on the 10th day of January, I had a dear little son. We named
him (for the doctor who brought him into the world) Henry Rousch Williams. Then my
father-in-law sold the old mill. I just hated it, for the mill-hands would come every day for dinner
singing: “There is an old saw mill not far away, where they have cold beans three times a day.”
Well, I cooked what was put there for me, that was all I could do.
Well, father Williams moved my husband and me up to his home, so my husband could build
them a two-story lumber house. They had always lived in a log house. So he commenced to
plane, or dress, the lumber by hand and, of course, it took him over a year, as he was the only
carpenter. Well, on May 13th, 1882, I had another son. We named him Thomas Alexander
Williams. By the time Tom could walk, my husband bought a small piece of land, and built me a
small nice house. Then I began to feel better, and some days I felt happy with my two nice sweet
little sons.
Well, then on January 29, 1884, there came another fine little son to me. We named him
Thaddeus Munroe Williams. He was a fine little son. I guess I had begun to have my hands full;
doing the sewing, with my fingers, cooking, washing, cleaning house, and seeing after my little
sons. Well, on the 24th of October, 1885, I had another son. We called him LaRue Massey
Williams, I now had four fine sons, I was proud of them, but it kept me busy doing all of my
work and seeing after them.
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Ox-drawn buckboard in front of Wauchula store.
From Peace River Pioneers by Louise Frisbie.

The country had begun to get a little better. The train was soon to come through as the railroad
was being built, and I was so proud as I had to stay by myself every day and there was but such
few people, and not any near me. I thought where the depot would be, there would be a little
town, and we could get along so much better than to have to go so far for our provisions and
other things we needed. So, the depot was put in one mile and a half from us. They called that
place Arcadia. They divided Manatee County and called our part Desoto County. So Arcadia
began to be a little town, and the court house was moved from Pine Level to Arcadia, where it is
now.
I never got around much as I had so many little children. We had a nice home, horse buggy,
hogs, a few head of cattle, and were putting out a nice orange grove. I was very proud of our
little home, and did all I could to help my husband to keep the place going. Well, I was confined
with twins in August, 1888. They were born on the 25th day, and then I had my hands full. They
were very small and only weighed three and one-half pounds each. The son we named, Eddie
and the girl Ellen, after her aunt Ellen. I had to nurse them night and day after my mother left
me. I didn’t know how to manage six little ones without help. So my health began to run down. I
was getting miserable again.
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On August 15th, 1887, 1 had another little girl.* We named her Arrie Frances. I just cried all
the time for all my children had the whooping cought, and I knew my little twins could never get
over that. They had it three or four weeks anyway. So when Arrie was five days old, little Eddie
died. It most killed me because I was so weak and run-down anyway. He was buried on my
birthday, August 21st.
Father was very sick. He was twenty-four miles from us. He sent a horse and wagon after
mother to go to him as he lived away out in the wilderness. So mother did not say a word to me
until she had packed her clothes and little Ellen’s. Then she took my darling baby in her arms,
came to me and said: “Kattie your father is very sick and has sent for me to go to him at once.”
She was crying. She said: “My dear child, I hate to leave you like this, in bed where you can’t
turn over. Your baby was buried yesterday, and I have little Ellen’s clothes packed with mine. I
don’t see any other way to help you only to take this baby and take care of her. She is very sick.”
It most broke my heart to see my baby and mother go, for I knew she would die if she stayed,
and me with another baby only six days old. So mother and baby kissed me good-bye.
Arcadia had built up so that there are some days as many as three doctors there to hold
consultation. Well, it took four weeks for us to get around a little. It was in October before I was
able to go out, as we had to go in an ox-cart. My husband fixed me a bed and I lay down for the
trip. You see, it was the only way I could be taken there as we were so far from the railroad, and
when I got there little Ellen was still sick. I just was heart-broken.
*The dates are noted here as they appear in the manuscript. It is likely that Arrie Frances was born in August 1889.
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